THE   BURNING   SECRET

"You surprise me. I should say it was a rotten hole,
especially for a young man such as you. What on earth
can you find to do all day?"

The boy was still too flustered to find a speedy
response. How was it possible that this stranger should
take notice of a small boy about whom nobody ever
bothered? He felt immensely shy and immensely proud
likewise of what was happening to him. With an effort
he pulled himself together.

"I like reading, and we go for walks. Sometimes we
hire a carriage for a drive. I've been ill, and Mother
brought me here for my health. The doctor said I was
to sit about a lot in the sun."

As he spoke, an accent of self-confidence came into
his voice. Children are invariably proud of their ill-
nesses, for they guess that the danger makes them
doubly important to their relatives.

"Yes, the sun is most beneficial for a young gentle-
man in your state of health. You ought to burn to a fine
brown. But it's not good to be sitting about all day. A
big boy like you would do better to go for rambles on his
own, to be a bit uppish, and to play all kinds of pranks.
It seems to me you are too obedient and well behaved.
You look like a regular bookworm, always going about
with a ponderous tome tucked under your arm. When I
think of the young scamp I was at your age . . . Why,
d'you know, every evening I came home with torn
breeches; a terrible pickle I was in. No use for a man
to be too good."

In spite of himself Edgar smiled, and on the instant his
shyness vanished. He would have loved to respond to the
baron's advances, but was afraid of appearing cheeky.
How friendly this smartly tailored gentleman was! It
was splendid to be talking on equal terms with him. The
boy's pleasure in the encounter tied his tongue for very
happiness. What would he not have given to find suitable
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